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 This study is an exploration of leadership practices that develop and sustain a 
professional learning community (PLC). It explores teacher perceptions of these 
leadership practices. Findings include descriptions of teacher perceptions of leadership 
practices as they relate to shared and supportive leadership, shared values and vision, 
collective learning, supportive conditions, and shared personal practice. This study 
utilized the five Madison County (KY) middle schools to assess the relationship between 
teachers’ perceptions of shared and supportive leadership practices and the other 
indicators of an effective Professional Learning Community. The characteristics 
evaluated included teachers’ perceptions of professional learning through PLCs along 
with the following characteristics of effective PLCs – structural conditions, supportive 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
Overview 
 
 We have entered a time in education in the United States in which educators and 
students have unprecedented expectations placed on them. One of the ways in which we 
can meet ever-changing demands is by implementing a system of support for our 
educators. Empowering teachers to learn together and creating space for them to do so, 
such as through professional learning communities (PLC’s) fosters a school culture of 
mutual interdependence and promotes beneficial professional relationships. However, 
intentionality matters, for implementing a PLC in an ineffective or unproductive manner 
can affect a learning community or school’s culture (Cosner, 2012). 
 DuFour, DuFour, and Eaker (2008) portray PLCs as a set of “teachers committed 
to collaborating in an ongoing process of collective inquiry and action research to 
accomplish improved outcomes for the students they serve with continuous, job- 
embedded learning for teachers” (p. 18). PLCs have been found to allow teachers to 
evaluate expectations and beliefs through reflection and dialogue with other PLC 
members that leads to transformational learning (McCommish & Parsons, 2013). PLCs 
can be considered a paradigm shift away from traditional, isolationist teaching practices 
toward more collaborative, team-oriented teaching practices that focus on the student in a 
way that helps shape a school’s culture (Tam, 2015). With the use of PLCs, a school can 
create an environment that leads to a sustainable change in school culture, which can 
affect student achievement or results (Teague & Anfara, 2012).  
 A significant challenge facing public schools is the need to increase student 
achievement while having student gains enhanced through growth models. Teaching 
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strategies and methods have evolved over the years from an “island” approach where the 
teacher was alone in his/her classroom and responsible for students progressing, to a 
more inclusive approach to teacher professional learning that promotes a culture of 
collaboration and collective responsibility. 
 Districts, schools, and individual teachers have long valued professional learning. 
These educational professional learning opportunities collectively give the district, 
school, and individual teachers a community at work in which a collective focus and 
commitment to improving practice has long been understood to assist students in 
increasing academic achievement (DuFour, DuFour, & Eaker, 2008). 
 DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many (2010) argue that one of the key components of 
a professional learning community is a results-oriented focus which is characterized by 
the outcome rather than the strategies to get there. Too often, education professionals get 
bogged down in the process and activities of what teachers do rather than the evidence of 
students’ outcomes based on teaching and learning. Hord (2004) demonstrates that 
schools with Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) show improved student 
achievement results. 
 In Madison County (KY) Schools, there are multiple opportunities for teachers to 
develop professionally as individuals, team members, schools, and as a district. These 
professional learning opportunities are well planned and documented in professional 
growth plans, comprehensive school improvement plans, and district improvement plans 
in order to fulfill requirements such as local Certified Evaluation Plans (CEP) and the 
Kentucky Framework for Teaching (Danielson 2012). All Madison County Schools, 
especially the five middle schools, use Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) to 
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further develop and enhance teaching with the overarching purpose of supporting greater 
student achievement. The district provides professional learning opportunities for 
teachers to build capacity and further their growth. These Professional Learning 
Communities strengthen the work of schools and provide opportunities for teachers to 
build their capacity. 
 This study utilized the five Madison County middle schools to assess the 
relationship between teachers’ perception of shared and supportive leadership practices 
and the other indicators of an effective Professional Learning Community. The 
characteristics evaluated included teachers’ perception of professional learning through 
PLCs along with the following characteristics of effective PLCs – structural conditions, 




 For many years, educators have worked with the expectation that Professional 
Learning Communities (PLCs) are beneficial to teachers and, ultimately, students. 
However, research on the correlation between teachers’ perceptions of Professional 
Learning Communities (PLCs) in regards to the effectiveness of the leader is rather 
limited. If there is a perceived positive correlation between teachers’ perceptions of 
PLCs, school leadership can use PLCs as a vehicle within the faculty of the school to 
increase students’ overall achievement. Additional research is needed in order to 
determine the extent to which district, school, and individual teachers’ students achieve 
higher results as leaders engage teachers to participate in and have evolving perceptions 
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of PLCs. Additional questions arise as to whether shared and supportive leadership, 
shared values and vision, structural conditions, and supportive relational conditions lead 
to the types of professional learning models indicative of student achievement. 
 The purpose of this study is to determine if there is a relationship between 
teachers’ perception of shared and supportive leadership practices and the other 
indicators of an effective Professional Learning Community. Interwoven with teacher 
perceptions of leadership practices influencing the development of PLCs are their 
perceptions of those leadership practices considered to be most influential in sustaining 
PLCs. It is also necessary to recognize the overlap between leadership practices 
developing PLCs and leadership practices influencing school culture more generally. In 
comparing research on the characteristics of positive school culture and dimensions of a 
PLC it is well-documented that the two concepts are interdependent (Cavanagh & Dellar, 
1998; Deal & Peterson, 1999; Fullan, 1994; Leithwood, Jantzi, & Steinbach, 1998; Short 
& Greer, 2002; Stolp & Smith, 1995).  
 
Statement of the Problem 
 Although much has been written describing the implementation and sustainability 
of professional learning communities, there is limited research on teachers’ perceptions 
of the level at which key characteristics of PLCs are evident and connected in schools. If 
there is a perceived positive correlation between a teacher’s perception of shared and 
supportive leadership and the other indicators of effective PLCs, school leadership can 





 This study assesses the following question: What is the relationship between 
teachers’ perceptions of shared and supportive leadership practices and the other 
indicators of an effective Professional Learning Community? School leaders largely 
determine the conditions of this study. For the purposes of this study, a teacher’s 
perception of how leadership impacts professional learning and the school’s 
implementation level of PLCs includes the following characteristics of effective PLCs – 
structural conditions, supportive relational conditions, shared values and vision, and 
shared and supportive leadership. 
 The conceptual framework for the study is derived from the work of Shirley Hord 
in defining key characteristics of professional learning communities (see Figure 1). She 
identified five characteristics of professional learning communities in 1997 and refined 
her characteristics in 2004 as: supportive and shared leadership, shared values and vision, 
collective learning and application of learning, shared practice, and supportive 
conditions.  
 The characteristic, supportive conditions, was sub-divided into two categories: 
“relationships” and “structures” for the purposes of the study’s survey instrument, 






Figure 1. Five characteristics of professional learning communities. 
  
Significance of the Study 
 This study is significant because of the importance placed on leadership within 
each Madison County School to engage the community of learners (teachers and 
students) in professional learning communities with the expectation of PLCs building 
teacher capacity and yielding higher student achievement. Systems and structures are in 
place at the district level as well as the school level to support administrators and 
teachers. District level trainings provide both administrators and teachers opportunities to 
grow as leaders, with the expectation that learning will be shared and developed through 
building PLCs.  
 Ernest Boyer, former President of the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement 
of Teachers, once claimed that, “When you talk about school improvement, you are 
talking about people improvement. That is the only way to improve schools…” (Sparks, 
1984, p. 9). These professional opportunities should lead to individual and collective 
teacher efficacy to the benefit of the teacher and the teacher’s students. Information can 
be drawn from this study to assist districts, schools, and individual teachers in 
understanding how enhancing the capacity for professional growth and implementing a 
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higher level of professional learning communities could result in increased student 
achievement as well as improved school culture.  
 Katzenmeyer and Moller (2001) emphasize the role of teacher leaders in 
professional learning communities (PLCs) with the overarching goal of ensuring student 
learning. The success of PLCs requires principals and other school administrators to 
share power, authority, and decision-making with teachers. Another dimension is the 
identification of student needs, followed by the development and implementation of 
instructional strategies to address these needs. A supportive culture for PLCs requires 
time, financial resources, constructive feedback, and recognition of improved 
professional practices. In addition, successful use of PLCs requires that staff receive 
sufficient and consistent training to develop an understanding of the purpose and power 
of the PLCs. When empowered teacher leaders facilitate the implementation of PLCs, 
schools can be transformed and student learning increased. These PLCs lead to 
participatory decision-making, a shared sense of purpose, collaborative work, and joint 
responsibility for outcomes (Muijs & Harris, 2003). Reason and Reason (2007) add, 
“Creating a professional learning community encourages teams of teacher leaders to help 









CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
  
Though research into PLCs is mostly just starting to emerge, the scholarship of 
professional learning is abundant. McLaughlin and Talbert (2006) summarize:  
 A considerable body of theoretical and empirical literature exists about the design 
 principles associated with communities of practice…we know much less about 
 the process - how teacher learning communities get started, how they develop, 
 and how requirements for their development and markers of maturity change. (p. 
 129) 
Furthermore, “a search of the literature on PLCs reveals a broad range of publications 
from guidelines for organizing PLCs to research on their implementation. However, 
rigorous research and evaluation studies of PLCs are limited in number” (Feger & 
Arruda, 2008, p.1). The Educational Alliance at Brown University worked in partnership 
with Hezel Associates to review the literature on professional learning communities, 
chronicling sixty studies, reports, and documents dealing with some aspect of PLCs. 
They concluded that, “collectively, the literature on PLCs is a rich and promising body of 
work that offers valuable opportunities for further exploration” (Feger & Arruda, 2008, 
p.1). 
 
Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) 
 The reauthorized Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), called the 
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), called for all students to be held academically 
accountable and prepared for college and career (Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015). The 
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accompanying Race to the Top legislation called for more intensive and more structured 
teacher observations as well as higher student achievement mandates. Because of these 
legislations, teachers found themselves asking for more professional development on 
strategies, concepts, data analysis, and other areas that will strengthen their classroom 
effectiveness (Race to the Top Applications, 2010). 
 Before this push, Shirley Hord wrote Professional Learning Communities: 
Communities of Continuous Inquiry and Improvement, in which she espoused five 
different attributes of professional learning communities: a) Supportive and Shared 
Leadership, b) Collective Inquiry, c) Shared Values and Vision, d) Supportive 
Conditions, and e) Shared Personal Practice (Hord, 1997). Around the same time, DuFour 
and Eaker wrote Professional Learning Communities at Work: Best Practices for 
enhancing Student Achievement, in which they identified six characteristics of 
professional learning communities: a) Collectively pursue shared mission, vision, values 
and goals, b) Work interdependently in collaborative teams focused on learning, c) 
Engage in ongoing collective inquiry into best practice and the current reality of student 
achievement and the prevailing practices of the school, d) Demonstrate an action 
orientation and experimentation, e) Participate in systematic processes to promote 
continuous improvement, and f) Maintain an unrelenting focus on results (1998). 
 Since that foundation, the majority of research around PLC’s has come from Rick 
DuFour, Rebecca DuFour, and Robert Eaker, with their numerous books detailing how to 
implement and sustain professional learning communities.  
 The guiding principles of professional learning communities center on what are 
referred to as the three “big ideas” and the six essential characteristics of a PLC. Big Idea 
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#1 is ensuring that students learn; Big Idea #2 is a culture of collaboration; and Big Idea 
#3 is a focus on results (DuFour R., 2004). Each of these “big ideas” is broken down into 
parts that, together, encompass what a professional learning community should be. The 
six essential characteristics are: 1. Shared Mission, Vision, Values, and Goals 2. 
Collaborative teams focused on learning 3. Collective inquiry 4. Action Orientation and 
experimentation. 5. Commitment to continuous improvement and 6. Results orientation 
(DuFour, 2004). 
 
Preparing Schools for Professional Learning Community Implementation 
 Preparing schools for PLC implementation depends on various factors, such as, 
school climate and culture as well as the actual implementation process. Researchers 
have discovered negative reactions from teachers when top-down policy changes are 
imposed (Baily, 2000; Fullan, 1991; Sarason, 1990, 1996; Sikes, 1992). Sikes (1992) 
discovered that most changes elicited by using a top-down approach resulted in either 
employees rejecting the change, or splitting into opposing factions. The implementations 
of professional learning communities incorporate large-scale school reform where 
teachers are the centerpiece of change according to policy makers and school-change 
experts (Datnaw & Castellano, 2000; Fullan, 1991; Fullan & Miles, 1992; Hargreaves, 
1998). Implementation of professional learning communities center on the involvement 
of teachers by ensuring they have empowerment to create change. (Elmore & Sykes, 
1996). Teachers’ discernment toward reform depends almost completely on their level of 
involvement in the change process (Fullan, 1991, 1993). Hence, Kentucky Department of 
Education policy supports to keep core teachers involved in the process (Kentucky 
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Department of Education, 2010). Researchers support the importance of teachers in the 
decision making process on large scale changes (DarlingHammond & McLaughlin, 
1995). If teachers fail to experience a personal connection to the change, involvement 
will decline (Rice & Schneider, 1994). Therefore, teachers must become involved in 
large-scale change to personally experience the reform and assume ownership. Teachers 
will generally attempt to influence areas that directly affect teacher efficacy in the 
classroom (Marks & Louis, 1997). School-wide changes are typically unsuccessful when 
imposed by outsiders or when they lack correlation to school purpose and personal 
efficacy (Sikes, 1992). When compulsory changes are implemented consistently, teachers 
develop a “culture of compliance” to complete the task as quickly as possible instead of 
fully establishing communities of practice (Wenger, 2000). Since the field of education is 
constantly moving and adapting to new and innovative changes, it becomes evident that 
teachers need to become part of the reform process (Hargreaves, 1994). Consequently, 
teachers should be involved in every step of the planning and implementation process to 
promote responsibility and empowerment (Sarason, 1996). Not only should teachers see 
themselves as experts, but they should also understand they can also become catalysts for 
change (Fullan, 2006). Teachers may resist change and persist in current practice when 
attempting to incorporate change based on their own ideologies and pedagogical 
practices. As a result, isolated teachers may develop their own personal curricula which 
inevitably creates variations. Teachers become more concerned with their personal 
classroom than what students actually need to succeed (Elmore & Sykes, 1996). This 




Systems and Structures of Professional Learning Communities 
 Silins, Mulford and Zarins (2002) discuss the nature of learning organizations and 
speak directly to the learning component of PLCs. They note that schools are learning 
organizations that have “systems and structures in place that enable staff at all levels to 
collaboratively and continuously learn and put new learnings to use. This capacity for 
collaborative learning defines the process of organizational learning in schools” (p. 616). 
They identify four dimensions that characterize a school’s capacity for organizational 
learning. 
 1. Trusting and collaborative climate 
 2. Taking initiatives and risks 
 3. Shared and monitored mission 
 4. Professional development 
 These differ somewhat from the dimensions listed by Hord (2007), but assist in 
the further fleshing out of the wide and complex variables discussed as foundational 
components of PLCs. 
 Barth (2001) asserts that for change to take place, teachers and administrators 
must lead in their own learning. The speed at which the world changes requires that 
schools be able to adjust. Furthermore, modeling has a forceful effect on all members of 
the school. Finally, and perhaps most importantly when considering the multiple interests 
served by educators, the continual effort to learn by both teachers and administrators is a 
renewing force for the entire system. Goodlad (1990) points out that “if schools are to 
become the responsive, renewing institutions that they must, the teachers in them must be 
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purposefully engaged in the renewal process” (p. 25). The renewal of educators results in 
the renewal of schools (Barth, 2001).  
 
Characteristics of Effective PLCs 
Shared and Supportive Leadership 
 Traditionally, the principal in the school has been collectively seen as the one stop 
shop for all answers in regards to school business. Harry Truman’s “The Buck Stops 
Here” is a well-used phrase often applied to the school principal. Importantly, it could 
also be argued that “the buck starts” with the principal. Hord (1997), discussing attributes 
of effective PLCs, states: 
 The literature on educational leadership and school change recognizes clearly the 
 role and influence of the campus administrator on whether change will occur in 
 the school. It seems clear that transforming the school organization into a 
 learning community can be done only with the leader’s sanction and active 
 nurturing of the entire staff’s development as a community. Thus, a look at the 
 principal of a school whose staff is a professional learning community seems a 
 good starting point for describing what these learning communities look like and 
 how they operate (p. 14). 
 Because accountability ultimately falls to the person at the top of the organization, 
Sugg (2013) discusses the importance of shared and distributed leadership within schools 
and districts. “A fundamental understanding should be held by all that the concept of 
leadership within school settings should not always be role-based” (p. 22). Quoting 
Lambert (1998), Sugg continues: 
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 School leadership needs to be a broad concept that is separated from person, role, 
 and a discrete set of individual behaviors. It needs to be embedded in the school 
 community as a whole. Such a broadening of the concept of leadership suggests 
 shared responsibility for a shared purpose of community (p. 5). 
  Fullan (2001) argued for big picture leadership rather than that which is narrowly 
focused, as has been done in the past, with the principal as the head of the school 
organization, focused on tasks rather than big picture agendas like system and change. He 
concluded leaders have to be much more attuned to the big picture, sophisticated at 
conceptual thinking, and having the skillset to transform the organization through people 
and teams. DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, and Karhanek (2004) discuss significant leadership 
in terms of distributing decision making through PLCs as invaluable. Citing Louis, 
Kruse, and Marks’ (1996) comprehensive study, the authors insist, “Leaders in schools 
with strong professional communities…delegated authority, developed collaborative 
decision-making processes, and stepped back from being the central problem solver. 
Instead they turned to the professional communities for critical decisions” (p.142). 
 Barth (2006) insists the skill set needed by any school leader includes an ability to 
promote collegial relationships among teachers if a school is going to be based on shared 
and supportive leadership. He states: 
 A precondition for doing anything to strengthen our practice and improve a 
 school is the existence of a collegial culture in which professionals talk about 
 practice, share their craft knowledge, and observe and root for the success of one 
 another. Without these in place, no meaningful improvement – no staff or 
 curriculum development, no teacher leadership, no student appraisal, no team 
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 teaching, no parent involvement, and no sustained change – is possible. 
 Empowerment, recognition, satisfaction, and success come only from being an 
 active participant within a masterful group – a group of colleagues. (pp. 12-13) 
 Scholars provide additional evidence in support of shared leadership. Scribner et 
al. (1999) stated that building capacity for shared leadership often takes time because 
some teachers lack the confidence to make decisions, as evidence was found in three 
middle schools in the Midwest. During this study, the researchers found that when school 
leadership supported conflict that teacher cohesion improved. In supporting a shared 
leadership model, a culture of tolerating mistakes may be beneficial as emergent leaders 
begin to flourish (Manning, et al., 2011).  
 Shared leadership is best exhibited through teacher autonomy (DuFour et al., 
2005; Hord, 1997). Furthermore, teachers gain autonomy to make their own decisions 
(Hord & Hirsh, 2008) as they continue to understand that concentrated leadership 
responsibility being held by one or few leaders at the top does not build capacity 
(Blankstein, 2004). A study from Cincinnati and Philadelphia confirmed that the focus of 
school leaders should be on shared leadership to ensure teacher autonomy (Supovitz & 
Christman, 2004). Shared leadership builds capacity within the building to continue 
growth even after a principal has left (Hargreaves & Fink, 2003). 
 Shared leadership is an essential element for PLCs to be effective and fully 
functional (Carpenter, 2015). If the school leader chooses not to participate in the PLC an 
interruption to the continuous improvement cycle occurs, and teachers withdraw from the 
collaborative process. Additionally, shared leadership provides an avenue for continuous 
improvement and development of a shared vision and mission (Goddard et al., 2015). 
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 Planful alignment of distributing leadership tasks would be most beneficial for 
organizations. Planful alignment refers to organizational members planning which 
“leadership practices or functions are best carried out by which source” (Leithwood et al., 
17 2007, p.46). They found that planful alignment occurred in many instances with the 
school’s highest priority initiative; however, planful alignment was not found in lower 
priority initiatives. Leithwood et al. (2007) suggest, effective planful alignment of 
distributing leadership to teams of teachers should be regularly monitored by the 
principal and that the principal must continue to be a formal leader. Effective forms of 
distributed leadership may ultimately be only as effective as a “leader of leaders” model. 
Formal leaders, particularly principals, facilitate distributed leadership, and its degree of 
success relies on the principal intentionally outlining the work (Leithwood et al., 2007; 
Printy & Marks, 2006). Harris (2008) concurs, stating, “Distributed leadership does not 
imply that the formal leadership structures are removed or redundant” (p. 174). In a 
shared or distributed leadership perspective, “there is a powerful relationship between 
vertical and lateral leadership process” (Harris, 2008, p. 174). As Carson et al. (2007) 
found, “Coaching by an external team leader is particularly important for the 
development of shared leadership when teams lack a strong internal team environment” 
(p. 1228). According to Goddard, Goddard, Kim, and Miller (2015), “Principal leadership 
is a necessary condition to develop teacher collaboration” (p. 524). 
 
Shared Leadership and Professional Learning Communities  
 Marzano, Waters, and McNulty (2005) suggest that a plan for effective school 
leadership involves developing a strong school leadership team. Marzano et al. (2005) 
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assert that a “strong leadership team is the natural outgrowth of a purposeful community” 
(p. 99). A purposeful community is “one with collective efficacy and capability to 
develop and use assets to accomplish goals that matter to all community members 
through an agreed-upon process” (Marzano et al., 2005, p. 99). Schools with a 
collaborative culture established through PLCs work toward impacting instructional 
practice to improve learning for all. This work includes developing shared mission and 
vision, guaranteed and viable curriculum, development of high-quality common 
assessments, and use of data to develop a process for responding when students have 
difficulty learning and extending learning when students master concepts (DuFour et al., 
2006; DuFour et al., 2008). In fully functioning Professional Learning Communities 
(PLCs) there is an interdependency formed among its members. Interdependent team 
members are individuals who “need each other, rely on each other, and depend on each 
other to achieve a shared goal” (DuFour, DuFour, & Eaker, 2008, p. 180). 
Interdependence is a characteristic of distributive leadership (Gronn, 2002). Shared 
leadership is much like the interdependency needed among group members of a PLC. 
From an organizational view, shared leadership is used to describe teams that 
“collectively exert influence” (Cox et. al., 2007, p. 53). Shared leadership is collaborative 
by definition and requires team members to be leaders while simultaneously working 
together as peers (Cox et al., 2007, pg. 53). Interdependency within an organization is 
evident in two ways; either roles and responsibilities overlap or roles and responsibilities 
are complimentary. Role overlap is not necessarily a negative aspect considering role 
overlap could lessen the chance of decision errors and mutual reinforcement of leadership 
functions. “A key advantage of [complimentary roles] is that it permits the 
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interdependent members to capitalize on the range of their individual strengths” (Gronn, 
2002, p. 671). Interdependence within organizations is beneficial in that members are 
able to rely on strengths of their peers while also being provided learning opportunities to 
strengthen their skills (Gronn, 2002). 
 
Shared Values and Vision 
 Shared values and vision are another attribute of PLCs in setting the environment 
in which the community works. Hirsh, Psencik, and Brown (2014) advocate shared 
values and vision as key aspects of changing the system to produce better results for 
students. In short, nothing changes unless everything changes. PLCs built around a 
professional learning system are a break from traditional educational structures. To be 
free of traditional structures requires schools, and in particular PLCs, to have as their 
vision a dual focus on the learning of both students and educators. “Learning system 
leaders ensure that all educators have the knowledge and skills they need to teach at a 
level that improves student learning. School districts fulfill these dual responsibilities by 
embracing a vision of education that engages every educator in effective professional 
learning every day” (Hirsh, Psencik, & Brown, p. 21). 
 Implementation of professional learning communities is neither quick nor easy 
(Buffum, 2008; DuFour, 2005; Hargreaves, 2008; Hinman, Knights, & Hubbard, 2008; 
Hipp et al. 2008; Johnson, 2016; Louis, 2008; Mattos, 2008; Tucker, 2008; Williams, 
2008). Huffman, Hipp, Pankake, and Moller (2001) assessed twenty schools’ level of 
readiness for creating professional learning communities. They determined schools with a 
high level of readiness had principals who actively engaged their teachers as leaders, 
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utilized purposeful decision-making, and included job-embedded professional learning in 
the school’s culture. Schools which exhibited a low level of readiness employed either 
aloof principals who left staff to negotiate progress independently or autocratic leaders 
who neglected to assign any real power or initiate action among groups. Low level 
readiness schools gave in when resources seemed to be a roadblock. Without a clear 
vision or collaborative relationships and a failure to align activities with the district’s 
goals and vision, low level schools were not ready to fully adapt to a professional 
learning culture. Hipp and Huffman (2002) acknowledged the principal as the most 
important element in a school’s readiness to implement PLCs. Vanblaere and Devos 
(2016) found teachers delineated two different types of leaders, instructional and 
transformational, as both important to successful facilitation of different PLC 
characteristics. They suggested a combination of those two leadership styles would best 
create an environment conducive to a strong PLC culture. They outlined both styles as 
important to participating in reflective dialogue. The instructional leader contributed to 
reducing the isolation of teachers in their classrooms, while the transformational leader 
encouraged collective responsibility. 
 Huffman (2001) asserts how critical shared vision and values are. “The 
emergence of a strong, shared vision based on collective values provides the foundation 
for informed leadership, staff commitment, student success, and sustained school growth” 
(p. 18). Isaacson and Bamburg (in Hord, 1997) state, “Sharing vision is not just agreeing 
with a good idea; it is a particular mental image of what is important to an individual and 
to an organization. Staff are encouraged not only to be involved in the process of 
developing a shared vision, but to use that vision as a guidepost in decision making about 
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teaching and learning in the school” (p. 19). Shared values and visions lead to binding 
norms of behavior that the staff shares…the individual staff member is responsible for 




 Collective learning is defined by the collegial and collaborative work and study of 
teachers (Hord, 2007). It must be viewed as a cycle where a group of teachers analyze 
student data, reflect upon and discuss results, determine necessary learning, access 
learning supports, and then apply the learning to their practice, at which point the cycle 
repeats itself (Hord). This cycle of learning is not disconnected. It involves groups of 
teachers working together as opposed to individual professional development. Little 
(1982) focuses specifically on the importance of collegiality amongst staff as a reflection 
of positive school culture which promotes learning. She specifies that collegiality 
necessitates the existence of four primary behaviors for staff: talking about practice; 
observing one another; working together on curriculum; and sharing knowledge with one 
another (Little, 1982). Additionally, she identifies the character of professional learning 
communities that have a demonstrable effect on teaching and learning as being one where 
teachers question and challenge teaching practices, respect opinions of colleagues, are not 
hesitant to ask difficult questions, and tolerate “informed dissent” (Little, 2002, p. 46). 
Fullan (1991) echoes Little’s (1982) position on collegiality and recognizes that by 
eliminating teacher isolation and increasing teacher collegiality, one ensures that changes 
will endure. Senge, Roberts, Ross, Smith, & Kleiner (1994) also point out that for such 
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collaboration to occur, there must be a promotion of intimacy and sharing of leadership 
responsibilities. Building this professional community is built upon collegial trust; it 
“requires that everyone be willing to give up something without knowing in advance just 
what that may be” (Barth, 1990, p. 31). DuFour and Eaker (2008) stated that the process 
of collective inquiry results in the team members developing new skills and capacity, 
which will then heighten a new sense of awareness, and gradually shift attitudes, beliefs, 
and habits. 
 According to research conducted at Western Crossing ISD (Ostmeyer, 2003), “a 
study would be warranted to determine the effects that a change in the leadership of a 
district has on the attributes of a professional learning community that have been 
developed over a span of a few years under a former superintendent” (p. 273). 
Subsequently, the purpose of this study was two-fold: to determine if a school district 
was able to sustain a professional learning community and to identify factors that 
enhanced, inhibited, or promoted the sustainability of a PLC from a district-wide 
perspective with particular focus on how a change in leadership, i.e., a new 
superintendent, affected the sustainability of PLC attributes. According to Hord (2004), 
“the PLC is not an improvement program or plan, but it provides a structure for schools 
to continuously improve by building staff capacity for learning and change” (p. 14). The 
findings of the study are consistent with the literature which indicates that there is a 
growing body of research concerning the role of central office staff in developing 
capacity in order to implement and sustain school reforms. The factors that enhanced and 
promoted the sustainability of a professional learning community from a district-wide 
perspective included the initiation and implementation of district-wide staff development 
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in the form of continuous improvement (Baldrige Model for Excellence) which helps 
address issues of trust, collegiality, and communication within the district. 
 
Supportive Conditions 
 Structures that support the vision of a school and learning community are vital to 
the effectiveness and innovation of teaching. Creating supportive structures, including a 
collaborative environment, has been described as “the single most important factor” for 
successful school improvement and “the first order of business” for those seeking to 
enhance the effectiveness of their school (Eastwood & Louis, 1992, p. 215). Hord (1997) 
cited two types of supportive structures found within professional learning communities: 
structural conditions and collegial relationships. The structural conditions include use of 
time, communication procedures, size of the school, proximity of teachers, and staff 
development processes. Collegial relationships include positive educator attitudes, widely 
shared vision or sense of purpose, norms of continuous critical inquiry and improvement, 
respect, trust, and positive, caring relationships (Hord, 1997). Within professional 
learning communities, it is often necessary to find innovative ways to create the 
necessary time and resources to allocate to whole-staff learning, problem solving, and 
decision making. Creating supportive conditions is a key to maintaining the growth and 
development of a community of professional learners.  
 
Shared Personal Practices 
 Elmore (2000) states that “schools and school systems that are improving directly 
and explicitly confront the issue of isolation” by creating multiple avenues of interaction 
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among educators and promoting inquiry-oriented practices while working toward high 
standards of student performance (p. 32). Teacher interaction within a formalized 
structure for collegial coaching provides the means for confronting the issue of isolation 
in professional learning communities. Through such interaction, teachers continue to 
build a culture of mutual respect and trustworthiness for both individual and school 
improvement, and they also exhibit increased commitment to their work. Shared personal 
practice is limited, even in highly functioning learning communities, and tends to be the 
last of the dimensions to develop. Darling-Hammond (1998) cites research reporting that 
teachers who spend more time collectively studying teaching practices are more effective 
overall at developing higher-order thinking skills and meeting the needs of diverse 
learners. Sharing personal practice requires a complete paradigm shift from traditional 
roles in education. It is, however, the clearest link to the classroom. 
 A professional learning community produces high levels of achievement for all 
students within an environment of continuous inquiry and improvement if it is focused on 
student results. The PLC values and respects each of its members and insists that all 
students achieve high standards. One factor organizes all contexts within a professional 
learning community: the shared purpose of improving student learning outcomes. All 
members of such a community are invested in the learning and change necessary to 
address the needs of all students and help them achieve high standards of learning. 
 
Collective Efficacy 
  Numerous previous studies find the relationship between collective efficacy and 
teachers’ self-efficacy to be both significant and positive (Calik et al., 2012). Collective 
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efficacy, in fact, has a greater impact on student achievement than race or socio-
economic status (Goddard et al., 2004). Collective efficacy as defined by Marzano et al. 
(2005) is “group members’ shared perception or belief that they can dramatically enhance 
the effectiveness of an organization” (p. 99). The distinction between collective efficacy 
and self-efficacy is made by defining collective efficacy as “teachers’ perceptions of the 
extent to which the faculty as a whole can teach successfully” (Goddard & Goddard, 
2001, p. 811). The description of collective efficacy provided by Marzano et al. (2005) 
begs the question of how teacher self-efficacy is related to collective efficacy and the 
potential impact shared leadership might have on this. Calik (2011) corroborated the 
“direct relationship between collective efficacy and self-efficacy” (p. 81). In their 
quantitative study, Goddard and Goddard (2001) determined that in schools where 
teacher efficacy is higher so is collective efficacy. In fact, “collective efficacy was the 
only significant predictor of teacher efficacy differences among schools” (p. 815). 
 Knowledge of teachers’ perceptions of collective efficacy is key to understanding 
the effect of the school’s culture on various stakeholders including students and faculty. 
In addition, perceptions of collective efficacy impact the teachers’ willingness to 
preserver through challenges to achieve their goals (Goddard et al., 2004). This could 
play a key role in developing a collaborative culture and establishing a common mission 
and vision among staff. The principal must be a catalyst in supporting teacher 
collaboration (Goddard et al., 2015). Through establishing the expectation of productive 
teacher collaboration, principals influence collective efficacy. Collaboration among 
teachers is a significant step in creating collective efficacy. The shared interactions that 
occur during collaboration serve as the foundation for building collective efficacy 
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(Goddard et al., 2015). “Teachers’ beliefs about the collective capacity of their faculty 
vary greatly among schools and are strongly linked to student achievement” (Goddard et 
al., 2004, p. 7). Calik et al. (2012) cite Jhanke’s 2010 factors of impacting collective 
efficacy. Among these factors were a clear and understandable vision, high expectations, 
and shared leadership. Additionally, having sound leadership that empowers others aids 
in the development of collective efficacy (Goddard & Goddard, 2001). “Connections 
between collective efficacy beliefs and student outcomes depend in part on the reciprocal 
relationship among these collective efficacy beliefs, teachers’ personal sense of efficacy, 
teacher’s professional practice, and teacher’s influence over instructionally relevant 
school decisions” (Goddard et al., 2004, p. 3). 
 
Teacher Perception of Leadership 
 Considering that administration must work closely and strategically in leading and 
developing teachers, it is fitting to explore studies regarding the development of teacher 
perceptions of leadership practices. Lord and Maher (1993) provide two accounts for the 
development of leadership perceptions. Perceptions are created based on the level of 
desirable or undesirable results and the level of influence the leader may have had over 
the results. Expanding on these explanations is the recognition of affective and cognitive 
reactions to leaders (Hall & Lord, 1995). Teachers’ emotional responses may influence 
their perceptions. Their perceptions are also influenced by their confidence in their 
leaders’ knowledge. 
 Lewter and Lord (1993) as cited in Hall and Lord (1995), demonstrated that 
knowledge of and exposure to transformational leadership qualities will influence the 
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way in which leadership perceptions are developed, because perceptions are focused on 
those qualities. However, when teachers lack knowledge of transformational leadership 
qualities, the resulting perceptions are unreliable. 
 Leithwood and Jantzi (1996) studied the variables that influenced teacher 
perceptions of leadership practices. They indicated that “doing good work on behalf of 
one’s school, and being seen to do such work, is likely the most powerful strategy for 
positively influencing teachers’ perceptions of one’s leadership (p. 531). Furthermore, in-
school conditions such as “the school’s mission, vision and goals; culture; programs and 
instruction; policies and organization; decision-making structures; and resources” are the 
strongest variables which explain teacher perceptions (Leithwood & Jantzi, 1996). 
 Giannangelo and Malone’s (1987) study revealed that teachers identified the most 
important leadership practices as being an instructional leader. Instructional leadership 
was defined by teachers as being involved with curriculum, informing teachers of 
innovations and current trends, and observing teachers teaching. Teachers indicated that 
the next most important leadership practice was that of building manager. Another study 
revealed that teachers believed the most important leadership characteristics to be 
honesty, competent, forward-looking, inspiring, and caring (Richardson, Flanigan, Lane, 
& Keaster, 1992). 
 
Leadership 
 It would appear that school leaders can no longer be characterized as merely 
managers or instructional leaders. Their role has evolved and must encompass much 
more for authentic learning to take place (Fullan, 2002). Deal and Peterson (1999) make 
reference to school leaders as the “models, potters, poets, actors, and healers. They are 
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historians and anthropologists . . . visionaries and dreamers” (p. 29). This portrayal does 
not align with a one-dimensional job description of leaders. Although there are many 
definitions of leadership, most descriptions include the characteristics of influence, 
motivation, and empowerment (Gill, 2006). Burns (1978) defined leadership as “a 
mobilization process by individuals with certain motives, values and access to resources 
in a context of competition and conflict in the pursuit of goals” (p. 425). Gardner (1995) 
argued that leaders are those who, “by word and/or personal example, markedly influence 
the behaviors, thoughts, and/or feelings of a significant number of their fellow human 
beings” (p. 8).  
 
Functions of Leadership 
 Today, a variety of effective leadership theories shape the role of the modern 
school principal, almost all of which include the importance of the principal’s ability to 
involve teachers in decision processes, to articulate vision, to inspire, and to collaborate. 
Gill (2006) explored commonalities among the vast array of theories and models of 
leadership. As a result, he set out five functions that define leadership: vision and 
mission; shared values; strategy; empowerment and influence; and motivation and 
inspiration (pp. 91-92). 
 In the function of vision and mission, the leader determines for the group where 
the group wants to be by defining and communicating a vision of the future and a mission 
for the group. Vision energizes stakeholders, provides meaning, establishes standards, 
and focuses people on the future. The values and culture of the organization support the 
vision and mission, and the leader must first be a model for those values. In addition 
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he/she must bring in all members of the group to embrace those values and culture and to 
abide by them actively. By sharing common values the group is able to implement 
strategies more effectively in creating the desired culture. The third function of a leader is 
that of strategy. Gill (2006) argued that effective leaders develop strategies, as well as 
inspire commitment to the completion of those strategies, enabling stakeholders to focus 
on the vision and mission that reflect the shared values. Strategy is the beginning of 
action toward the accomplishment of a goal. It is this skill that brings the vision to reality. 
 The fourth function of a leader is that of empowerment. According to Gill (2006), 
effective leaders empower people to be able to do what needs to be done. Since a leader 
is only one human being, empowerment is essential for the accomplishment of shared 
goals. It is also beneficial in the creation of new leaders that can articulate and expand 
those values with stakeholders who may not be as involved in the process. According to 
Leithwood, Jantzi, and Steinbach (2000), most modern beliefs stress the importance of 
followers concerning their leaders. Burns (1978) included followers in his definition of 
leadership, arguing that leaders induce followers “to act for certain goals that represent 
the values and the motivations—the wants and the needs, the aspirations and 
expectations—of both leaders and followers” (p. 19). Followers must understand and 
accept leadership in order for leadership to exist. If the relationship exists, many times the 
leader has little trouble encouraging and engaging followers. 
 Followership results from being empowered (Gill, 2006). The fifth function of a 
leader is that of influence, motivation, and inspiration. Gill (2006) stated that effective 
leaders influence, motivate, and inspire people to want to do what needs to be done. As 
the logical climax to the building steps from vision through empowerment, the functions 
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of influence, motivation, and inspiration expand the parameters that the leader is trying to 
reach. 
 As Gill emphasized, all of these functions are critical to the effectiveness of 
strong leadership and to the accomplishment of the group’s goals. But in relation to 
professional learning communities, perhaps the most relevant is the leader’s role in 
creating a common vision and mission and empowering stakeholders. 
There exists a distinct relationship between leadership behaviors and school cultures 
which are collaborative, effective, and innovative (Sergiovanni, 1990). In a study of two 
successful Newfoundland high schools, Sheppard and Brown (1999) found that leaders 
were the key to the change process. Barth (1990) also verifies the connection between 
school leadership and the development of learning and community. Charlotte `a Campo’s 
(1993) study based in British Columbia, Canada focuses on the principal’s effect on 
teacher collaboration. Her research revealed that to foster teacher collaboration, 
principals must be well aware of the motivation and commitment levels of teachers and 
should have a vision of the ideal manner in which the school would operate. The 
visibility and audibility of this vision is imperative. Moreover, the principal must focus 
on the authentic involvement of teachers in decision-making further supported by specific 
procedures put in place to enhance this routine. `a Campo also identifies the need and 
availability of resources necessary for promoting and supporting collaboration. The 
leaders’ understanding of staff needs as well as motivation and commitment will assist in 
building teacher collaboration. In addition to recognizing the influence of the formal 
leaders (administration), over school culture and school improvement, one must also 
identify the significance of teacher leaders in implementation (Barth, 1990). In fact, 
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“leadership is the professional work of everyone in the school” (Lambert, 2002, p. 37). 
For, as Moller (2004) states: 
 if professional learning communities provide the best hope for sustained school 
 improvement, and shared leadership is a critical component of successful 
 professional learning communities, then principals must be both willing to share 
 leadership and able to develop conditions and communicate expectations that will 
 advance shared leadership among school professionals. (p. 140) 
 Developing leadership capacity in staff members is a cornerstone of sustainable 
school improvement. By increasing teacher leadership in schools, authentic receptiveness 
to change may take place as opposed to a passive or apathetic approach to new ideas 
(Lucas, 2002). Furthermore, “when teachers are enlisted and empowered as school 
leaders, everyone can win” (Barth, 1990, p. 128). Although much emphasis is put on the 
influence of administration over the development of school culture and, consequently, 
school improvement, this influence may at times in fact be shared (Bennett, 1998; Lucas, 
2002). If this is the case, it is clearly beneficial to the school for administration to not 
only have a clear vision of the ideal school culture, but to also foster leadership amongst 
the teachers in developing culture and implementing change. Administration must 
understand the “distribution of power resources in the school and work with the people 
who possess them to promote the integrative culture” (Bennett, 1998, p. 29). By doing 
this, administrators widen their leadership influence and will be more likely to shape 
school culture; moreover, they will also experience further success in implementing 
school improvement and developing PLCs. 
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 According to Deming (1994) organizations do not spontaneously transform 
themselves; they only do so under effective leadership. Leadership in education today is 
very different from just a few years ago. Today’s leaders live in a complex world of 
accountability, high-stakes testing, declining budgets, and diverse student populations 
with myriad demands. No longer is it sufficient simply to be a building manager by just 
making sure things run smoothly. In contrast, principals today must be symbolic leaders, 
instructional leaders, and building leaders all at the same time if they wish to truly 
transform their organizations (Bolman & Deal, 2013). DuFour and Marzano (2011) 
stated, “the research now supports what practitioners have known for decades: powerful 
school leadership on the part of the principal has a positive effect on student learning” (p. 
48). What then are the characteristics of leadership that contribute to high student 
learning and a successful school? Although there are a handful of key characteristics that 
define effective principals, the literature on effective organizations and schools in 
particular predominantly points to just a couple of key characteristics: (1) building a 
culture of collaboration focused on results, and (2) creating the conditions for 
employees/teachers to transform into a learning organization committed to continuous 
improvement (DuFour & Marzano, 2011; Fullan, 2014; Liker & Convis, 2012; 
Leithwood, Seashore, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004; Senge, 2006). 
 Essential to building a culture of collaboration with a focus of continuous 
improvement is the ability of the leader to effectively communicate the shared vision 
such that they help to inspire individuals to pursue common goals that create and sustain 
momentum toward the shared vision (Shulman & Sullivan, 2015). These character traits 
are exhibited in both transformational and charismatic leadership. Specifically, this is the 
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ability of leaders to inspire individuals to align their own interests and identity with the 
shared vision and goals of the organizations (Bass & Avolio, 1993; Kouzes & Posner, 
2012; Sinek, 2009). 
 Edwards Deming helped companies and industry achieve dramatically improved 
results. Deming, often described as the father of the quality movement, worked hard to 
help industry transform (Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005). Deming (1994) professed 
that management needed a complete transformation. Additionally, he was one of the first 
scholars to focus on systems thinking, advocating that the secret to quality and 
productivity was cooperation between components toward the aim of the organization. 
Deming used systems thinking in his work with Japan and their rebuilding efforts 
following World War II–an effort which, among other innovations, resulted in Japanese 
industry capturing much of the vehicle and electronic market in the 1970’s and 1980’s. 
Deming (1994) is also recognized for continuous improvement, in particular, the Plan, 
Do, Study, Act model that originated from his work in Japan in the 1950’s. Additionally, 
Deming is well known for his fourteen points of management (actions) that he claims are 
necessary for managers to act upon in order to transform any organization (Deming, 
2013). Although my intention here is not to list all fourteen points, I will highlight six 
management points that are relevant to school leaders if they intend to create conditions 
within schools for teachers to maximize performance. These management points as 
discussed by Deming (2013) include:  
 • creating an unwavering purpose for the organization (p. 107),  
 • not depending solely on inspection to improve quality (p. 113),  
 • engaging in a cycle of continuous improvement to improve service (p. 129),  
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 • improving quality and productivity by developing a system of on-the-job  
 training (p. 130),  
 • creating a robust program of education and self-improvement (p. 130), and  
 • instituting quality leadership (p. 131).  
 Many companies and organizations actively implemented and benefitted from the 
strategies that emerged from Deming’s work. Building on Deming’s work, Senge (2006) 
discussed the core disciplines of building a learning organization in The Fifth Discipline, 
originally published in 1990. The five disciplines include: personal mastery, mental 
models, shared vision, team learning, and systems thinking. In this seminal work, Senge 
argued that for continuous improvement to occur in any organization the members within 
that organization must be continually learning, and that for this to occur, there needs to be 
a structural and cultural shift from how most companies do business. Organizations in 
general will not be able to meet the challenges of the future until they make the shift to 
become a learning organization. Senge (1995), in an interview for the professional 
journal Educational Leadership, claimed, “Our fundamental challenges in education are 
no different than in business. They involve fundamental culture changes, and that will 
require collective learning” (p. 21). Senge (1995) further discussed the idea that in both 
business and education much of the effort toward training has focused primarily on 
improving the skills of the individual. The author contrasts this approach to “enhancing 
the collective capacity of people to create and pursue overall visions” (p. 20). 
 Although the work of Senge and Deming are borne out of business literature, they 
have become the foundation for the quality and continuous improvement movements in 
education and among contemporary education scholars. Professional learning 
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communities, popularized by the DuFours, the Baldrige Quality movement, and the 
professional learning movement and standards developed by Learning Forward 
(originally the National Staff Development Council) and others, have taken the concept 
and adapted it to meet the specific needs of educators. However, the big idea presented in 
most of the recent work on education is the importance for schools to have a mechanism 
for continuous improvement built into the system. This continuous improvement 
mechanism should be defined by continuous learning of the individuals involved in the 
organization and the actions they take to implement their new learning. 
 
Critique of Professional Learning Communities 
 Although the majority of research indicates positive outcomes as a result of 
Professional Learning Community implementation, some scholars remain skeptical and 
have critiqued this approach (DuFour, 2008; Hord, 2008; Schmoker, 2001). One key 
issue that arises during PLC development is the failure to implement all essential 
components: (a) shared vision, values, and goals, (b) shared leadership, (c) collaborative 
learning, (d) supportive conditions, and (e) shared personal practice (DuFour, 2007; 
Sommers & Hord, 2008). Although PLCs have become widely popular across the nation, 
DuFour indicated the lack of focus on shared vision and student achievement to be the 
reason behind many failed attempts. Often, teachers simply adopt educational change 
without understanding the full implications of PLCs. As a result, teachers develop a sense 
of belonging and enjoy being part of the decision making process, but lack the 
understanding of the purposes of PLCs to improve student learning (Vescio et al., 2008). 
Teachers and administrators also fail to understand how to properly implement all 
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characteristics of PLCs to achieve maximum effectiveness and sustainability (Martin-
Kniep, 2004), which consequently impacts student learning. 
 An additional criticism of PLCs is that isolation typically occurs among teachers 
for a variety of reasons (Magolda, 2001; Pomson, 2005). Pomson (2005) suggested that 
teachers worked in isolation primarily to protect their own pedagogical methods, which 
developed as circumstances for non-collaboration, while Magolda (2001) indicated that 
teachers with more than ten years’ experience chose to work independently and avoided 
PLCs. Further evidence suggests that teachers who felt their voice was not heard or 
acknowledged in collaborative practices often resisted collaborative opportunities 
(Haberman, 2004; Little, 2002). This often occurs among new teachers who feel they do 
not contribute to the school community (Little, 2002). Haberman (2004) also added that 
teachers often need at least five years before they feel part of the school community. 
Isolation often stems from cross-curricular collaboration as teachers see these 
collaborative opportunities as unbeneficial because teachers from different content areas 
are not familiar with their own content (Fullan, 2006). As a result, these can all lead to a 




 It is essential for leader(s) within the school, specifically the principal, to develop 
and foster a collaborative school culture that engages in shared leadership practices and 
provides teachers with continual support and encouragement. The literature suggests that 
transformative and distributed leadership approaches can help support school 
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environments where professional learning communities flourish, enabling schools to 
reach higher levels of performance. This literature has focused on teacher perceptions of 
the four characteristics of effective PLCs leadership most largely impacts – Structural 
Conditions, Supportive Relational Conditions, Shared Values and Vision, and Shared and 
Supportive Leadership – and their relationship to student achievement. Research supports 
leadership implementing PLCs in schools to positively affect student achievement.  
 
Research Question 
 This study will assess the following question: What is the relationship between 
teachers’ perception of shared and supportive leadership practices and the other 
indicators of an effective Professional Learning Community? School leaders largely 
determine the conditions of this study. For the purposes of this study, a teacher’s 
perception of how leadership impacts professional learning and the school’s 
implementation level of PLCs includes the following characteristics of effective PLCs – 
structural conditions, supportive relational conditions, shared values and vision, and 
shared and supportive leadership.  
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CHAPTER 3: METHODS  
Introduction 
 
 The purpose of this study is to better understand the perceptions of teachers in a 
Professional Learning Community and to determine whether there is a relationship 
between shared and supportive leadership and other characteristics of an effective PLC. 
Previous research in the field of PLCs has primarily focused on the structure and function 
of a PLC. While PLCs in Kentucky have been used as a school focused, continual form 
of professional development since the early 1990s, and have been regarded as a viable 
change agent, this study will explore teacher perceptions of how leadership impacts 
professional learning and the school’s implementation level of PLCs. DuFour (2007), in 
discussing research where educators engage in PLC practices, describes those practices as 
our best hope for sustained, substantive school improvement. To date, very few studies 
have researched teacher perceptions of leadership within PLCs and their correlation with 
shared and supportive leadership. 
 The purpose of this chapter is to describe the research question, methodology, 
research design, and procedures used for this research. The chapter also describes the 
context of the sample, instrumentation and variables, data collection and analysis, and 
study limitations. 
 
Research Question  
 What is the relationship between teachers’ perception of shared and supportive 
leadership practices and the other indicators of an effective Professional Learning 
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Community (PLC)? For the purposes of this study, a teacher’s perception of how shared 
leadership impacts professional learning and the school’s implementation level of PLCs 
includes the following characteristics of effective PLCs – Shared Value and Vision, 
Collective Learning and Application, Shared Personal Practice, and Supportive 
Conditions.  
 
Description of Research Design 
 Creswell (2003) defines quantitative research as an approach where the researcher 
uses cause and effect thinking, reduction to specific variables and hypotheses and 
questions, use of measurement and observation, and the test of theories. The researcher 
uses “strategies of inquiry such as experiments and surveys, and collects data on 
predetermined instruments that yield statistical data” (p. 18). This study will explore the 
relationship between teacher perceptions of PLCs through Shared Value and Vision, 
Collective Learning and Application, Shared Personal Practice, and Supportive 
Conditions.   
 
Context and Sample 
 Madison County Schools is located in central Kentucky just south of the second 
largest city in the commonwealth, Lexington. With proximity to Lexington, Madison 
County is a growing district, adding approximately 70 students per year. The district is 
composed of eleven elementary schools, five middle schools, two high schools, and a 
Day Treatment/alternative school. Madison County Schools has a diverse student 
demographic with 56% low-SES population, 12% minority population, and 9% special 
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needs population. The Madison County middle schools’ population is reflective of the 
district demographics.  
 This study focuses on the five Madison County middle schools – B. Michael 
Caudill, Clark-Moores, Farristown, Foley, and Madison Middle. Four of the five middle 
schools serve approximately 500 students, with the fifth, Caudill Middle, serving 
approximately 650 students.  
 Middle schools often prioritize the establishment of a collaborative culture, such 
as through grade level-based teams, and the expectation among Madison County middle 
schools is that teachers will collaborate through participation in Professional Learning 
Communities (PLCs). School administrators provide teachers time within the school day 
to meet in PLCs (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many, 2008). The PLC is comprised of 
members from the same grade level and content area. In addition to weekly times for 
grade-level teacher teams to meet, there is also at least one day designated each nine 
weeks for content-area middle school teachers to meet. Teachers utilize this time to 
discuss data from common assessments and various instructional strategies for all 
students, intervention strategies for remediation, and techniques teachers can use to 
extend the curriculum for students who have mastered the standard. Schools provide 
various opportunities for teachers to serve in leadership roles within PLCs and beyond. 
 Madison County also provides support for teachers with the implementation of 
district level PLCs. These meetings are comprised of same grade and same content area 
teachers who collectively lead discussions around instructional strategies, student work, 
standards, and assessments. The work at the district level is designed to build capacity of 
teachers and serve as a model for schools. Periodically immersing teachers in district 
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policies and procedures is a way to communicate and emphasize those practices 
considered non-negotiable. If districts hope to achieve their mission of learning for all, a 
re-culturing of the district is paramount (DuFour et al, 2008).  
 
 
Instrumentation and Variables 
Survey Instrument 
 
 The survey instrument to be used in this research study will be the Professional 
Learning Community Assessment Revised (PLCA-R) version. The survey was given to 
all middle school teachers in Madison County Schools as part of ongoing research on 
PLCs. The survey was administered to teachers by an individual teacher from a high 
school in the district. The individual teacher visited each of the five middle schools 
during a faculty meeting to distribute the surveys and have the surveys completed during 
the faculty meeting. The individual teacher collected all surveys upon completion of the 
faculty meeting. 
  The Professional Learning Community Assessment Revised (PLCA-R) survey 
instrument provided ample opportunities for consistency. The most recent analysis 
confirmed internal consistency in Cronbach’s Alpha reliability for coefficients for 
factored subscales (Table 3.1). The subscales indicate the instrument and the four 
variables in this study are reliable: Shared and Supportive Leadership (α=.915); Shared 
Values and Vision (α=.886); Supportive Conditions – Relationships (α=.833); and 
Supportive Conditions – Structures (α=.861). As Cronbach’s Alpha reliability ranges 
between 0 on the lower end of reliability and 1 on the highest end, George and Mallery 
(2003) provide the general guidelines: “_ > .9 – Excellent, _ > .8 – Good, _ > .7 – 
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Acceptable, _ > .6 – Questionable, _ > .5 – Poor, and _ < .5 – Unacceptable” (p. 231).  
The resulting reliability subscales on the Professional Learning Community Assessment 
Revised (PLCA-R) survey instrument fall within the excellent (>.9) or good (>.8) range 
on Cronbach’s Alpha, indicating high reliability. Table 3.1 demonstrates reliability 
statistics for each subscale based on leadership-influenced characteristics associated with 
PLCs. 
































































 To answer the research question effectively, this study used Shared and 
Supportive Leadership as a dependent variable. 
 The predictor variables are four of the characteristics of effective PLCs –Shared 
Value and Vision, Collective Learning and Application, Shared Personal Practice, and 
Supportive Conditions.  
Table 3.1 continued 
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Data Collection and Analysis 
 Existing data were used in this study. The survey was given to all middle school 
teachers in the five Madison County middle schools as part of ongoing research on PLCs. 
The survey was given to the teachers by an individual teacher from a high school in the 
district. The individual teacher visited each of the five middle schools during a faculty 
meeting to distribute the surveys and have the surveys completed during the faculty 
meeting. The individual teacher collected all surveys upon completion of the faculty 
meeting. Each survey had a number assigned to a specific teacher to connect to their 
average achievement of their students.  
 All data were imported into SSPS 24.0 for analyses. All analyses were conducted 
using SSPS 24.0 statistical software. Descriptive and correlational statistics were used in 
this research study. The means of those statistics on the predictive variables – teacher 
perceptions of leadership within PLCs using four of the six characteristics of effective 
PLCs will be reported. A multiple regression will be run with Shared and Supportive 
Leadership as the dependent variable and the above four variables as predictors. 
 
Limitations of the Study 
 The limitations of this study are that this study was completed in five middle 
schools in only one school district. As such, a study of this scope can limit the 
generalizability compared to studies that include larger school samples and more districts. 
Second, the relatively small sample size can limit the power to find relationships that 
exist. Additionally, as the survey data from this study is based on teacher responses, the 
responses may not represent truthful attitudes. This survey was given to each middle 
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school’s faculty during a faculty meeting in May near the conclusion of the school year. 
The end of year timing of the survey and in some cases the time of the day in which the 
survey was given may influence individual participants’ responses. 
 
Summary 
 The purpose of this study is to provide further research on the relationship 
between teacher perceptions of PLCs and shared and supportive leadership. This chapter 
addressed the research design, study sample, instrumentation and variable, data collection 
and analyses, and limitations of the study. Also, the instrument entitled Professional 
Learning Community Assessment-Revised (PLCA-R) was introduced and supported 
through Chronbach’s Alpha to assess four of the six characteristics of effective PLCs. 
The four characteristics (Shared Value and Vision, Collective Learning and Application, 
Shared Personal Practice and Supportive Conditions) are used as characteristics 
associated with leadership in the implementation of PLCs. Chapter four will report the 











CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 
 
 The purpose of this chapter is to describe the data collected and the results of 
statistical analyses for each type of data – descriptive statistics, correlational statistics, 
and multiple regression. This chapter also includes the purpose statement and research 
question, prior to the summary of collected data and tables reporting results. 
 
Purpose Statement 
 The purpose of this study is to determine whether there is a relationship between 
teacher perceptions of Professional Learning Communities and Shared and Supportive 
Leadership. Using a study of teacher perceptions of professional learning, the researcher 
sought to determine the importance of the five indicators of effective PLCs described 
by Hord as measured by Oliver, Hipp, and Huffman’s Professional Learning 
Communities Assessment Revised (PLCA-R). 
 
Research Question 
 This study assesses the following question: What is the relationship between 
teachers’ perceptions of shared and supportive leadership practices and the other 
indicators of an effective Professional Learning Community?  
 
Descriptive Statistics 
 Descriptive statistics were used to analyze various questions related to each 
effective PLC variable. Table 4.1 illustrates the item means in descending order and 
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standard deviations for answers to questions in the PLCA-R survey regarding the Shared 
and Supportive Leadership variable. In the Shared and Supportive Leadership variable, 
both “Staff members use multiple sources of data to make decisions about teaching and 
learning” and “The principal is proactive and addresses areas where support is needed” 
have the highest mean at 3.50 and 3.44. The responses to “Opportunities are provided for 
staff members to initiate change,” “The principal participates democratically with sharing 
power and authority,” and “Staff members are consistently involved in discussing and 
making decisions about most school issues” have the lowest means (3.07; 3.06; and 3.01 
respectively) for the variable; however, with 3=agree on the Likert scale where 1 = 
Strongly Disagree; 2 = Disagree; 3 = Agree; and 4 = Strongly Agree, each mean in the 
variable falls well within the “agree” range. 
 
Table 4.1 Supportive leadership means and standard deviation 
 N Mean Standard 
Deviation 
Staff members use multiple sources of data to make 
decisions about teaching and learning 
133 3.50 .572 
The principal is proactive and addresses areas where 
support is needed 
133 3.44 .632 
The principal shares responsibility and rewards for 
innovative actions 
133 3.29 .625 
Leadership is promoted and nurtured among staff 
members 
133 3.21 .759 
Decision making takes place through committees 
and communication across grade and subject areas 
132 3.17 .757 
Stakeholders assume shared responsibility and 
accountability for student learning without evidence 
of imposed power and authority 
133 3.16 .548 
The principal incorporates advice from staff 
members to make decisions 
133 3.16 .777 
Staff members have accessibility to key information 133 3.14 .676 
Opportunities are provided for staff members to 
initiate change 
133 3.07 .720 
The principal participates democratically with 
sharing power and authority 
133 3.06 .786 
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Table 4.1 Continued 
Staff members are consistently involved in 
discussing and making decisions about most school 
issues 
133 3.01 .764 
Valid N (listwise) 132   
 
Shared and Supportive Leadership 
 Table 4.2 provides the valid percentages for each question pertaining to Shared 
and Supportive Leadership from the PLCA-R survey instrument. Of particular interest in 
the Shared and Supportive Leadership results are the five questions that specifically 
mention either “the principal” or “leadership.” While questions under this section of the 
PLCA-R focus on shared and supportive leadership, the leader, in this case the principal, 
is seen having a key role in the overall success of PLCs. Questions 4, 6, and 8 should be 
noted for the high agreement percentage in the role of the principal in support (question 
4, 94% agree or strongly agree), shared responsibility (question 6, 92.5% agree or 
strongly agree), and in leadership being promoted and nurtured among staff members 
(question 8, 85.7% agree or strongly agree). That percentage drops to 79.7%, however, 
when teachers were asked whether the principal participates democratically with sharing 
power and authority (question 7). Similarly, teachers responded at only 80.4% agreement 
level when identifying whether staff members are consistently involved in discussing and 
making decisions about most school issues (question 1). Finally, the highest level of 
agreement (96.3%) was in response to “Staff members use multiple sources of data to 
make decisions about teaching and learning.” Thus, the overall top three statements for 
Shared and Supportive Leadership suggest that participating teachers believe that 
multiple data sources are used in making instructional decisions and that principals listen 
to staff and support as needed. 
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Table 4.2 Shared and Supportive Leadership valid percentages 
Question  Strongly 
Disagree 
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 Table 4.3 illustrates the means and standard deviation in descending order for 
answers to questions from the PLCA-R regarding the Shared Values and Vision variable. 
In the Shared Values and Vision variable, “Decisions are made in alignment with the 
school’s values and vision,” along with “Data are used to prioritize actions to reach a 
shared vision,” and “Policies and programs are aligned to the school’s vision” have the 
highest means at 3.36, 3.35, and 3.34, respectively. The responses to “School goals focus 
on student learning beyond test scores and grades” and “A collaborative process exists 
for developing a shared vision among staff” have the lowest means (3.09 and 3.06, 
respectively) of the variable; however, similar to Shared and Supportive Leadership, each 
mean in the variable is 3.0+ and falls well within the “agree” range. 
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Table 4.3 Shared Values and Vision means and standard deviation 
 
 N Mean Standard 
Deviation 
Decisions are made in alignment with the 
school’s values and vision 
132 3.36 .540 
Data are used to prioritize actions to reach a 
shared vision 
133 3.35 .652 
Policies and programs are aligned to the 
school’s vision 
133 3.34 .563 
Stakeholders are actively involved in 
creating high expectations that serve to 
increase student achievement 
133 3.26 .576 
Staff members share visions for school 
improvement that have undeviating focus on 
student learning 
133 3.25 .583 
Shared values support norms of behavior 
that guide decisions about teaching and 
learning 
133 3.19 .579 
A collaborative process exists for 
developing a shared sense of values among 
staff 
133 3.19 .641 
School goals focus on student learning 
beyond test scores and grades 
133 3.09 .830 
A collaborative process exists for 
developing a shared vision among staff 
133 3.06 .705 
 
 Table 4.4 provides the valid percentages for each question pertaining to Shared 
Values and Vision from the PLCA-R survey instrument. Overwhelmingly, teachers are in 
agreement in the manner in which they perceive this variable. For example, all but three 
questions (1, 5, 7) are above 91% in agreement, with question 4, “Decisions are made in 
alignment with the school’s values and vision,” having the strongest agree response of 
96.9% agree or strongly agree. Question 7, “School goals focus on student learning 
beyond test scores and grades,” had the lowest agreement percentage of 77.4. Disagree 






Table 4.4 Shared Values and Vision valid percentages 
Question  Strongly 
Disagree 
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 Table 4.5 illustrates the means and standard deviation in descending order for 
answers to questions from the PLCA-R regarding the Collective learning variable. In the 
Collective Learning variable, “School staff members are committed to programs that 
enhance learning,” along with “Staff members plan and work together to search for 
solutions to address diverse student needs,” and “Professional development focuses on 
teaching and learning” have the highest means at 3.39, 3.37, and 3.32. The responses to 
“School staff members and stakeholders learn together and apply new knowledge to solve 
problems” and “Staff members engage in dialogue that reflects a respect for diverse ideas 
that lead to continued inquiry” have the lowest means (3.20 each) of the variable; 
however, similar to Shared and Supportive Leadership, each mean in the variable is 3.0+ 
and falls well within the “agree” range. 
 
Table 4.5 Collective learning means and standard deviation 
 
 N Mean Standard 
Deviation 
School staff members are committed to 
programs that enhance learning 
132 3.39 .576 
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Table 4.5 Continued 
Staff members plan and work together to search 
for solutions to address diverse student needs 
133 3.37 .633 
Professional development focuses on teaching 
and learning 
133 3.32 .724 
Staff members collaboratively analyze multiple 
sources of data to assess the effectiveness of 
instructional practices 
132 3.22 .680 
Staff members collaboratively analyze student 
work to improve teaching and learning 
132 3.31 .644 
Staff members work together to seek knowledge, 
skills, and strategies and apply this new learning 
to their work 
133 3.29 .598 
Collegial relationships exist among staff 
members that reflect commitment to school 
improvement efforts 
133 3.26 .602 
A variety of opportunities and structures exist 
for collective learning through open dialogue 
132 3.22 .543 
School staff members and stakeholders learn 
together and apply new knowledge to solve 
problems 
132 3.20 .563 
Staff members engage in dialogue that reflects a 
respect for diverse ideas that lead to continued 
inquiry 
133 3.20 .657 
 
 Table 4.6 provides the valid percentages for each question pertaining to Collective 
Learning from the PLCA-R survey instrument. In order to sustain the work of a PLC, 
teachers must be willing to share information (Hipp & Huffman, 2010, p. 125). Through 
this process of sharing and collective learning, everyone’s knowledge and skills improve 
(Hipp & Huffman, 2010, p. 125). “Knowledge and skills increase more rapidly when you 
get feedback and correctives on your performance and learn new strategies from someone 
who already knows how things work” (Hipp & Huffman, 2010, p. 125). Questions 8, 4, 
and 2 should be noted for the highest agreement percentage in the commitment to 
programs that enhance learning (question 8, 95.4% agree or strongly agree), in variety of 
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opportunities and structures exist for collective learning (question 4, 93.9% agree or 
strongly agree), and in collegial relationships exist among staff members that reflect 
commitment to school improvement efforts (question 2, 94.8% agree or strongly agree). 
That percentage drops to 87%, however, when asked whether the staff members 
collaboratively analyze multiple sources of data to assess the effectiveness of 
instructional practices (question 9). Although staff members see themselves collectively 
learning together, it is evident that collaboration is more difficult to accomplish as 
questions 9 and 10 have lower agreement percentages 
 
Table 4.6 Collective Learning valid percentages 
Question  Strongly 
Disagree 
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 Table 4.7 illustrates the means and standard deviation in descending order for 
answers to questions from the PLCA-R regarding the Shared Personal Practices variable. 
In the Shared Personal Practices variable, “Staff members informally share ideas and 
suggestions for improving student learning,” along with “Opportunities exist for staff 
members to observe peers and offer encouragement,” and “Individuals and teams have 
the opportunity to apply learning and share the results of their practices” have the highest 
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means at 3.44, 3.36, and 3.29. The responses to “Opportunities exist for coaching and 
mentoring” and “Staff members regularly share student work to guide overall school 
improvement” have the lowest means (3.09 and 3.07) of the variable; however, similar to 
Shared and Supportive Leadership and Collective Learning, each mean in the variable is 
3.0+ and falls well within the “agree” range. 
 
Table 4.7 Shared Personal Practice Item Means in Descending Order 
 N Mean Standard 
Deviation 
Staff members informally share ideas and 
suggestions for improving student learning 
132 3.44 .542 
Opportunities exist for staff members to 
observe peers and offer encouragement 
132 3.36 .556 
Individuals and teams have the opportunity 
to apply learning and share the results of 
their practices 
132 3.29 .546 
Staff members provide feedback to peers 
related to instructional practices 
132 3.26 .588 
Staff members collaboratively review 
student work to share and improve 
instructional practices 
132 3.12 .688 
Opportunities exist for coaching and 
mentoring 
132 3.09 .693 
Staff members regularly share student work 
to guide overall school improvement 
132 3.07 .656 
Valid N (listwise) 132   
 
 Table 4.8 provides the valid percentages for each question pertaining to Shared 
Personal Practices from the PLCA-R survey instrument. Overwhelmingly, teachers are in 
agreement in the manner in which they perceive this variable. For example, all but three 
questions (4, 5, and 7) are above 95%. Question 1, “Opportunities exist for staff members 
to observe peers and offer encouragement,” and question 3, “Staff members informally 
share ideas and suggestions for improving student learning,” have the strongest agree 
response of 97.7% agree or strongly agree. Question 7, “Staff members regularly share 
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student work to guide overall school improvement,” and question 4, “Staff members 
collaboratively review student work to share and improve instructional practices,” shared 
the lowest agreement percentage of 84.9. 
 
Table 4.8 Shared Personal Practice valid percentages 
Question  Strongly 
Disagree 
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 Five questions make up table 4.9 to illustrate the means in descending order and 
standard deviation for answers to questions from the PLCA-R survey regarding the 
Structures - Relational Conditions variable. This variable takes into account caring 
relationships amongst staff and students, a culture of trust and respect existing to support 
relationships, and celebrations that are used to enhance teaching and student learning. All 
questions are above the “agree” range with four of the five (1, 2, 3, and 4) well above, 
with means of 3.45, 3.32, 3.31, and 3.30, respectively. Each of these questions asks 
specifically about relationships existing within a positive culture. While leadership is not 
mentioned specifically, there is an understanding of the importance of leaders setting the 
conditions for Professional Learning Communities (PLC) success. The lowest mean 
(3.08) was in response to Question 5, “School staff and stakeholders exhibit a sustained 
and united effort to embed change into the culture of the school.” While still above 
average on agree, the relatively lower rating highlights the challenge and complexity of 
cultural change. 
 
Table 4.9 Relational Conditions means and standard deviation 
 N Mean Standard 
Deviation 
Caring relationships exist among staff and 
students that are built on trust and respect 
132 3.45 .558 
A culture of trust and respect exists for 
taking risks 
132 3.32 .691 
Relationships among staff members support 
honest and respectful examination of data to 
enhance teaching and learning 
131 3.31 .680 
Outstanding achievement is recognized and 
celebrated regularly in our school 
131 3.30 .676 
School staff and stakeholders exhibit a 
sustained and united effort to embed change 
into the culture of the school 





Table 4.10 provides the valid percentages for each question pertaining to 
Relational Conditions from the PLCA-R survey instrument. With four of the five 
questions (1, 2, 3, and 5) above 89% agree or strongly agree, teachers perceive they are in 
schools that have a culture high in relational structure as defined by caring, trustful, 
respectful, and honest relationships in dealing with teaching and learning. Teachers also 
perceive that their achievements are recognized and celebrated. As indicated in table 
4.09, question 4, “School staff and stakeholders exhibit a sustained and united effort to 
embed change into the culture of the school” had the lowest mean (3.08) of the five 
questions. It also had 15.9% of respondents disagree or strongly disagree as noted in 
Table 4.10. 
 
Table 4.10 Relational Conditions valid percentages 
 
Question  Strongly 
Disagree 
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Table 4.11 illustrates the means in descending order and standard deviations for 
answers to questions from the PLCA-R regarding the Structural Conditions variable. As 
shown in the table, teachers perceive their school facility to be “Clean, attractive and 
inviting,” along with “Data are organized and made available for easy access to staff 
members,” with a mean of 3.24 on both questions. Nine of the ten responses were above 
the mean of 3.0. “Appropriate technology and instructional materials available to staff” 
also rated well above agree with a 3.19 mean. The only question that did not rate above a 
3.0 mean was “Communication systems promote a flow of information across the entire 
school community including: central office personnel, parents, and community 






Table 4.11 Structural conditions means and standard deviations 
 N Mean Standard 
Deviation 
The school facility is clean, attractive and 
inviting 
131 3.24 .887 
Data are organized and made available to 
provide easy access to staff members 
131 3.24 .528 
Appropriate technology and instructional 
materials are available to staff 
131 3.19 .756 
The school schedule promotes collective 
learning and shared practice 
131 3.16 .630 
The proximity of grade level an department 
personnel allows for ease in collaborating 
with colleagues 
131 3.16 .630 
Communication systems promote a flow of 
information among staff members 
131 3.15 .685 
Time is provided to facilitate collaborative 
work 
131 3.15 .658 
Resource people provide expertise and 
support for continuous learning 
131 3.12 .657 
Fiscal resources are available for 
professional development 
131 3.09 .749 
Communication systems promote a flow of 
information across the entire school 
community including: central office 
personnel, parents, and community 
members 
131 2.98 .701 
 
Table 4.12 provides the valid percentages for each question pertaining to 
Structural Conditions from the PLCA-R survey instrument. Of the Structural Conditions 
variable, teachers perceived the statement in question 6, “Communication systems 
promote a flow of information across the entire school community including: central 
office personnel, parents, and community members,” as the most uncommon structure 
with 22.1% “strongly disagree” or “disagree.” Similarly, “The school facility is clean, 
attractive and inviting” (question 6) was the second lowest response with 19% responding 
with “strongly disagree” or “disagree.” The highest rated response was question 10, 
“Data are organized and made available to provide easy access to staff members,” with 
95.4% of teachers responding with “agree” or “strongly agree.” Teachers also perceive 
63 
 
“Resource people provide expertise and support for continuous learning” and “The 
school schedule promotes collective learning and shared practice” with “agree” or 
“strongly agree” at 88.6% and 88.5% ratings. 
 
Table 4.12 Structural conditions valid percentages 
 
Question  Strongly 
Disagree 
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Multiple Regression Analysis 
 
 The model is significant (.000). Collectively knowing the mean of responses to 
statements within the six dimensions of effective PLC’s (Supportive Conditions-
Structures, Supportive Conditions-Relationships, Shared Personal Practice, Collective 
Learning and Application, and Shared Values and Vision) as measured by the PLCA-R 
allows one to predict Shared and Supportive Leadership better than not knowing these 
variables. (F=51.271, p<.000, R2=.679). The six predictor variables account for 67% of 
the variance in Shared and Supportive Leadership (R2=.679). 
 Shared Value and Vision and Supportive Conditions-Structures are significant 
predictors of Shared and Supportive Leadership while Collective Learning and 
65 
 
Application, Shared Personal Practice, and Supportive Conditions-Relationships are non-
significant. 
 Shared Values and Vision and Supportive Conditions-Structure are positively 
related to Shared and Supportive Leadership. As these characteristics increase, Shared 
and Supportive Leadership increases. The best predictor of Shared and Supportive 
Leadership is Shared Values and Vision (B=.605) followed by Supportive Conditions-
Structures (B=.237), which is a small to moderate predictor. 
 
Table 4.13 R Square and Adjusted R Square 
ANOVA 
Model Summary 
Model R R Square 
Adjusted R 
Square 
Std. Error of the 
Estimate 
1 .824a .679 .666 .29859 
a. Predictors: (Constant), Supportive Conditions-Structures, Supportive Conditions-Relationships, Shared 
Personal Practice, Shared Values and Vision, Collective Learning and Application 
 




Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 
1 Regression 22.856 5 4.571 51.271 .000b 
Residual 10.788 121 .089   
Total 33.644 126    
a. Dependent Variable: Shared and Supportive Leadership 
b. Predictors: (Constant), Supportive Conditions-Structures, Supportive Conditions-













t Sig. B Std. Error Beta 
1 (Constant) .040 .218  .181 .857 
Shared Values and Vision .675 .101 .605 6.715 .000 
Collective Learning and 
Application 
-.095 .108 -.085 -.883 .379 
Shared Personal Practice .029 .095 .024 .302 .763 
Supportive Conditions-
Relationships 
.119 .078 .119 1.528 .129 
Supportive Conditions-
Structures 
.258 .081 .237 3.200 .002 
a. Dependent Variable: Shared and Supportive Leadership 
 
 The following chapter discusses the results of this study. A summary of findings, 













CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION 
 
 Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) are described by Hord (1997) as 
school staff learning together and directing efforts toward improved student academic 
achievement. In other words, PLCs aid in collaboration among school administrators and 
teachers in regards to their building capacity to continuously improve instructional 
practices and strengthen and engage in student learning. Although scholars offer several 
definitions of PLCs, this study was guided by Hord’s (2004) definition of five key 
dimensions including: (a) shared and supportive leadership, (b) shared values and vision, 
(c) collective learning and application, (d) shared personal practice, and (e) supportive 
conditions involving relationships and structures. This chapter will briefly review the 
purpose of the study and the research question. This chapter will also report findings 
which answer the research question and provide a discussion of relevant literature. 




 The primary purpose of this study was to better understand teacher perceptions of 
the five dimensions of professional learning communities (PLCs) as identified by Hord 
(2004) by reporting data collected using the Professional Learning Community 
Assessment- Revised (PLCA-R) survey instrument. The purpose of this study is to 
determine if there is a relationship between teacher perceptions of Professional Learning 
Communities and Shared and Supportive Leadership. Using a study of teacher 
perceptions of professional learning, the researcher sought to determine the importance of 
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the five indicators of effective PLCs described by Hord as measured by Oliver, Hipp, and 
Huffman’s Professional Learning Communities Assessment Revised (PLCA-R). 
 
Research Question 
 This study specifically assesses the following question: What is the relationship 
between teachers’ perceptions of shared and supportive leadership practices and the other 
indicators (Shared Value and Vision, Collective Learning and Application, Shared 
Personal Practice, and Supportive Conditions) of an effective Professional Learning 
Community?  
Summary of Findings and Implications 
 
 
 The degree to which teachers perceive the importance of Shared and Supportive 
Leadership and the other four dimensions of PLCs was assessed using collected data 
from the Professional Learning Community Assessment Revised (PLCA-R) and 
determining ranges of positive agreement in percentages and mean values. Teacher 
perceptions of the dimensions range from 77.4% to 97.7% positive agreement, with mean 
values ranging from 2.98 to 3.50.  
 
Descriptive Research 
The descriptive data from this research shows the majority of teachers in the five 
Madison County Middle Schools responded at or above 80% “agree” or “strongly agree” 
to all but three of the 35 statements on the PLCA-R survey that specifically asked about 
the characteristics of effective PLCs (Shared and Supportive Leadership, Shared Values 
and Vision, Collective Learning, Relational Conditions, and Structural Conditions). In 
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considering teachers responding at least at 80% or greater “agree” or “strongly agree” to 
responses to the questions, there is a strong perception of agreement among the teachers 
surveyed of the characteristics of effective PLCs in the teachers’ schools. Even taking 
into consideration the three statements on the PLCA-R survey which were not at or above 
80% agreement, nearly 78% of the respondants fell into the “agree” or “strongly agree” 
category. Chronbach’s Alpha looked at internal consistency on all questions and the 
results are between .833 and .915, indicating high reliability on internal consistency for 
the characteristics of effective PLCs.  
In consideration of the descriptive research, several themes emerged as patterns 
specific to leadership within the data. Overall, according to the data, leaders, in particular 
the principal, were rated highly by teachers. As Table 4.1 shows, “The principal is 
proactive and addresses areas where support is needed” had a mean of 3.44 and a 
standard deviation of .632. In addition, “The principal shares responsibility and rewards 
for innovative actions” had a mean of 3.29 and a standard deviation of .625. Even with 
these highly rated leadership (principal) responses, there were some patterns that 
presented themselves in the lowest responses to leadership, or principal, items. The 
leadership themes presented in the lowest responses to the survey data are:  
 Teachers may not be part of the decision making process 
 Professional Learning Communities may not be fully implemented 
 The concept of changing cultures within a school 
 
 While all three themes are individual in nature, there is some overlap in 
considering each. For example, in the first theme “Teachers may not be part of the 
decision making process,” Table 4.1 shows the lowest means are associated with 
“Opportunities are provided for staff members to initiate change” (3.07, .720), “The 
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principal participates democratically with sharing power and authority” (3.06, .786), and 
“Staff members are consistently involved in discussing and making decisions about most 
school issues” (3.01, .764). As PLCs are put into place, leadership should be distributed 
throughout the school with teachers and the entire community being empowered to make 
the best decisions for the students and school. This strategy also supports implementing 
change within a school culture. According to Hord (2004), “Supportive and shared 
leadership requires the collegial and facilitative participation of the principal who shares 
leadership – and thus, power and authority – by inviting staff input and action in 
decision-making” (p. 7).  
 Historically, principals have been the main decision maker within schools. As 
teachers feel less empowered, effective characteristics of PLCs call for a shift in culture, 
specifically democratically sharing opportunities to initiate change, make decisions, and 
share power and authority. School leaders must be learners continually seeking solutions 
for school improvement and opportunities to increase student achievement.  
 As Hord and Sommers (2008) note, “Many administrators proclaim to have a 
PLC in their school, and many would like to be known for their involvement as a PLC, 
but the specificity of just what constitutes a PLC has yet to be communicated among 
many educators” (p.8). The notion that principals may have an incomplete understanding 
of PLCs may be reflected in study findings suggesting teachers do not feel part of the 
decision making process that leads to change. As PLCs have developed, teachers have 
been instrumental to the development of change to the characteristic of Shared Values 
and Vision; however, other stakeholders, such as parents, custodians, etc. have to be 
included to meet the “community” aspect of PLCs. 
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 The theme as shown in Table 4.3 shows, “A collaborative process exists for 
developing a shared vision among staff” as the lowest response at 3.06 mean and .705 
standard deviation. In addition, Table 4.9 shows “School staff and stakeholders exhibit a 
sustained and united effort to embed change into the culture of the school” as the lowest 
mean on the Relational characteristic at 3.08 mean and .672 standard deviation. This 
theme is further evident in the characteristic of Shared Personal Practices. Table 4.7 
shows “Staff members regularly share student work to guide overall school 
improvement” as the lowest response at 3.07 mean and .656 standard deviation. Table 4.5 
in the Collective Learning and Application characteristic shows “Staff members engage 
in dialogue that reflects a respect for diverse ideas that lead to continued inquiry” as the 
lowest response at 3.20 mean and .657 standard deviation. Collectively, these results 
could indicate the professional learning communities have not yet fully developed. 
DuFour et al. (2006) provided a four-point continuum for assessing the stages of a 
professional learning community:  
 1) Pre-Initiation: The school has not yet begun to address the principles or 
 practice of a PLC.  
 2) Initiation: An effort has been made to address the principle, but the effort has 
 not yet begun to impact a critical mass of staff members. 
  3) Developing: A critical mass of staff has begun to engage in the practice. 
 Members are being asked to modify their thinking as well as their traditional 
 practices. Structural changes are being made to support the transition.  
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 4) Sustaining: The principle is deeply embedded in the culture of the school. It is 
 a driving force in the daily work of the staff. It is deeply internalized and staff 
 would resist attempts to abandon the principle or practice. (p. 32-33)  
  Teachers who meet collaboratively to have conversations focused on student 
learning, engaging in the collective act of shared learning, have a greater chance to grow 
professionally (DuFour, 2008). The findings indicate teachers are meeting to collaborate, 
but the discussions may not be guiding overall school improvement. This could indicate 
that Developing PLCs are focused on topics other than teacher capacity, such as 
strategies to influence standardized test results, and so are missing opportunities to grow 
together in shared learning. Collective efficacy is the perceived belief that other members 
of a group have the capacity to organize and execute the actions necessary to support the 
collective goal (Bandura, 2000a; R. D. Goddard, 2001). As such, a faculty with high 
levels of perceived collective efficacy believes that their colleagues have the necessary 
agency to make rigorous instruction leading to student achievement a reality (Hoy et al., 
2006). 
 Leadership and collaboration, separate and by themselves, are necessary but not 
sufficient conditions for improving student learning. Rather, teachers and administrators 
must work together to improve student learning. It is up to the principal to purposefully 
distribute power so that leadership emerges in productive ways. One of the most 
pervasive problems in building PLCs is that often teachers collaborate on a regular basis 
yet anticipated gains in student achievement fail to materialize (DuFour et al., 2006). 
“The fact that teachers collaborate will do nothing to improve a school. The pertinent 
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question is not, ‘Are they collaborating?’ but rather, ‘What are they collaborating about’” 
(p. 91)? 
 In collaborative school cultures, principals remain key to shaping the norms, 
values, and beliefs of the staff. Principals shape culture through the multitude of daily 
interactions they have in the school community. “The principal is a potter who builds 
culture through hiring, budget, and supervisory decisions; the principal is a poet whose 
written and oral messages can reinforce a healthy culture; the principal is an actor on all 
the stages of school events; and the principal is a healer who can help repair the culture 
when a tragedy, conflict, or loss occurs” (Allen, 2003, as cited in Hall & Hord, 2006, p. 
33). The transformation from a culture of isolation to a culture of collaboration will not 
occur in a school without an effective leader. As McLaughlin and Talbert (2006) 
conclude, “Principals are in a key strategic position to promote or inhibit the development 
of a teacher learning community in their school. School administrators set the stage and 
conditions for starting and sustaining the community development process” (p. 56). 
 
Findings 
Study findings suggest that the majority of participants perceive that PLC 
practices are in place. Specifically, the research found that Shared Value and Vision and 
Supportive Conditions-Structures are significant predictors of Shared and Supportive 
Leadership while Collective Learning and Application, and Shared Personal Practice, 
Supportive Conditions-Structures are non-significant predictors.  
Worth noting is in the definition of “leadership” used in the PLCA-R survey. In 
the questions from the Shared and Supportive Leadership aspect of the PLCA-R survey, 
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“principal” was explicitly the term most often used to describe the leader, and the term 
“principal” was unique to this section of the PLCA-R. As such, the principal could only 
be associated with the variable Shared and Supportive Leadership. However, in the other 
three variables (Relational Conditions, Structural Conditions, and Shared Values and 
Vision), leadership is more generally defined by broad statements or within “staff,” “staff 
members,” and “stakeholders.”  
For example, questions/statements from the PLCA-R survey section Shared and 
Supportive Leadership ask for a response to items that are specific to the principal, such 
as: 
 The principal incorporates advice from staff members to make decisions 
 The principal is proactive and addresses areas where support is needed 
 The principal shares responsibility and rewards for innovative actions 
 The principal participates democratically with staff sharing power and authority 
 
However, when looking at questions/statements from Shared Values and Vision, 
Relational Conditions, and Structural Conditions, there is no reference to the principal 
specifically. Therefore, these characteristics are not about the “principal”, rather “staff,” 
“staff members,” and “stakeholders.” For example, some representative questions/ 
statements from the sections of the survey dealing with the other three variables ask for a 
response to items such as: 
 Staff members share visions for school improvement that have an undeviating 
focus on student learning 
 Stakeholders are actively involved in creating high expectations that serve to 
increase student achievement 
 School staff and stakeholders exhibit a sustained and unified effort to embed 
change into the culture of the school 




Implications for Practice 
 A thorough review of the literature and insights gained from study findings of 
teacher and principal perceptions of PLCs offer several implications for practice. First, 
school level leaders and educators who intend to implement PLCs may benefit from 
understanding how PLCs are defined. Hord and Sommers (2008) define PLCs as 
“continuous and intentional staff learning, so that staff always are increasing 
effectiveness leading to students’ increased successful learning” (p. 24). In this regard, 
principals may be more effective in implementing PLCs if they move away from being 
“the person with all the answers” to becoming part of the organization that seeks answers. 
 
Shared Value and Vision 
 That fact that Shared Value and Vision is a strong predictor for Shared and 
Supportive Leadership is not a surprise. The characteristics of “shared beliefs, values, and 
vision” are necessary for sustainable success of a PLC (Hord & Sommers, 2008). Shared 
beliefs refers to “how [teachers] conceive the purpose of the school, and how they will 
construct their vision of what the school should look like and how [teachers] will work 
together” (Hord & Sommers, 2008, p. 9). The concept of shared values may be defined as 
the common values that allow teachers to collaborate and share unique perspectives 
(Louise & Marks, 1998). When beliefs and values are shared, teachers begin to describe 
what will happen next and begin charting a path to reach common goals. Hord and 
Sommers (2008) describe a shared vision as “a mental image of what is important to the 
organization and its individuals” (Hord & Sommers, 2008 p. 10). Fullan (1993) further 
states that vision shows what is most important to the organization. A collaborative 
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environment is significant for the development of a professional learning community. 
Collaborative efforts of different stakeholders create a sense of belonging, which promote 
student performance, teacher efficacy, and overall responsibilities.  
Hord (1997), whose work on characteristics of effective PLCs is the basis of 
much of this study, summarizes the idea of shared vision: “Staff are encouraged not only 
to be involved in the process of developing a shared vision, but to use that vision as a 
guidepost in decision making about teaching and learning in the school” (p. 53). 
 
Supportive Conditions – Structures 
 DuFour (2010) suggests that several changes in practice may promote 
professional learning, including providing for common preparation time when building 
the master schedule. Thus, principals can use schedules to create time for teachers to 
meet collaboratively on a regular basis. Supportive Conditions-Structures is a slight 
predictor for Shared and Supportive Leadership. An important role of the principal is to 
support the learning community with the physical conditions necessary for the staff to 
meet—a dedicated time, a location, and policies that support the time the staff invest in 
their community of conversations. The importance of the principal’s role in the support of 
sustainable PLCs is summarized by Murphy et al. (2006): “At the school level, all change 
flows though the principal’s office” (p. 181). Additionally, McLaughlin and Talbert 
(2001) conclude, “For better or worse, principals set conditions for teacher community by 
the ways in which they manage school resources, relate to teachers and students, support 
or inhibit social interaction and leadership in the faculty, respond to the broader policy 
context, and bring resources into the school” (p. 98). 
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Recommendations for Future Research  
 Considering the review of literature and study findings, there are several 
recommendations for future research on PLC’s, including building teacher capacity and 
collective growth related to student achievement. Future research into school- and 
district-level considerations of the effective characteristics and implementation of PLCs 
may contribute to the body of work. Although findings are local in this study and may not 
generalize well to a larger sample, conducting a similar study in multiple districts’ 
schools using the PLCA-R (Olivier et al., 2010) will expand the size of the sample 
population to strengthen findings of any future research. 
 While this study focused on teacher perceptions, future research may also include 
administrator perceptions of effective characteristics of PLCs. Administrators could 
include school level (principal, assistant principal, etc.) and district level (superintendent, 
chief academic officers, instructional supervisors, professional development directors, 
etc.). This future research could focus on supporting established structures and include 
examination of teacher development in professional learning. This future research could 
include longitudinal study and qualitative study on the implementation and impact of 
PLCs, specifically those that use the effective characteristics of PLCs as listed in this 
study. 
 While this study focused on Shared and Supportive Leadership, a future study 
could focus on student achievement data and the characteristics of effective PLCs. 
Additional research may be conducted to examine professional development funding 




APPENDIX A: SURVEY INSTRUMENT 
 
Professional Learning Communities Assessment – Revised  
 
Directions:  
This questionnaire assesses your perceptions about your principal, staff, and stakeholders 
based on the dimensions of a professional learning community (PLC) and related 
attributes. This questionnaire contains a number of statements about practices which 
occur in some schools. Read each statement and then use the scale below to select the 
scale point that best reflects your personal degree of agreement with the statement. Shade 
the appropriate oval provided to the right of each statement. Be certain to select only one 
response for each statement. Comments after each dimension section are optional.  
 
Key Terms: 
 Principal = Principal, not Associate or Assistant Principal 
 Staff/Staff Members = All adult staff directly associated with curriculum, 
instruction, and assessment of students 
 Stakeholders = Parents and community members 
 
 
Scale:  1 = Strongly Disagree (SD)  
  2 = Disagree (D)  
   3 = Agree (A)  





















Staff members are consistently involved in discussing and making decisions 

































































































9. Decision-making takes place through committees and communication across 












Stakeholders assume shared responsibility and accountability for student 








































































Staff members share visions for school improvement that have an undeviating 




























































Stakeholders are actively involved in creating high expectations that serve to 






































Staff members work together to seek knowledge, skills and strategies and 












Collegial relationships exist among staff members that reflect commitment to 












Staff members plan and work together to search for solutions to address 

























25. Staff members engage in dialogue that reflects a respect for diverse ideas that 
























School staff members and stakeholders learn together and apply new 
























Staff members collaboratively analyze multiple sources of data to assess the 










































































































Individuals and teams have the opportunity to apply learning and share the 












































































School staff and stakeholders exhibit a sustained and unified effort to embed 














Relationships among staff members support honest and respectful 














































































































The proximity of grade level and department personnel allows for ease in 
























Communication systems promote a flow of information across the entire 
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APPENDIX B: PERMISSION TO USE PLCA-R 
 
 
    Department of Educational Foundations  
      and Leadership 
      P.O. Box 43091 
      Lafayette, LA 70504-3091 
February 14, 2018 
 
Alicia Hunter 
301 Highland Park Drive 
Richmond, Kentucky 40475 
 
Dear Ms. Hunter: 
 
This correspondence is to grant permission for the utilization of the Professional Learning Community 
Assessment-Revised (PLCA-R) for your doctoral dissertation research through Eastern Kentucky 
University. I am pleased you are interested in using the PLCA-R measure to assess relationships 
between teacher perceptions of school leadership within professional learning communities and student 
achievement. This study’s findings will contribute to the PLC literature and provide valuable 
information regarding efforts toward improvement student performance.   
 
This permission letter allows use of the PLCA-R through the paper/pencil format or through 
school/district level online administration. While this letter provides permission to use the measure 
in your study, authorship of the measure will remain as Olivier, Hipp, and Huffman (exact citation on 
the following page). This permission does not allow renaming the measure or claiming authorship.  
   
Upon completion of your study, I would be interested in learning about your entire study and would 
welcome the opportunity to receive an electronic version of your completed dissertation research. 
 
Thank you for your interest in our research and measure for assessing professional learning 
community attributes within schools. Should you require any additional information, please feel free 




Dianne F. Olivier 
 
Dianne F. Olivier, Ph. D. 
Joan D. and Alexander S. Haig/BORSF Professor 
Professor of Educational Foundations and Leadership 
Coordinator of the Doctoral Program 
College of Education 
University of Louisiana at Lafayette 
P.O. Box 43091 
Lafayette, LA  70504-3091 
(337) 482-6408 (Office)   dolivier@louisiana.edu  
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Reference Citation for Professional Learning Community Assessment-Revised measure:  
 
Source: Olivier, D. F., Hipp, K. K., & Huffman, J. B. (2010). Assessing and analyzing 
schools. In K. K. Hipp & J. B. Huffman (Eds.). Demystifying professional learning 
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